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Rail intermodal in the last decade has been the prime, longdistance-service, land transportation alternative for container-shipping lines and their customers because of lower line haul transportation costs than over-the-road transportation, ease of interchangeability of container equipment, and an inherent ability to accommodate ship-size lots of containers, whereas a motor carrier has a problem taking 500 boxes at a crack.
The capability of the railroads to move large amounts of cargo on relatively short notice creates unique problems within both the intermodal rail terminal and the marine terminal because everything tends to move in large chunks at a time. The result has been to force changes in terminal design and operating practices, including more flexible terminal design, changes in container-handling equipment, changes in operating procedures, and more flexible and creative labor practices.
To date, five so-called intermodal container transfer facilities, which are on-dock (or near-dock) container-loading facilities for rail cars, have been constructed or are in planning in the United States. The Port of Tacoma has two facilities, one on-dock (North Yard), one off-dock (South Intermodal Terminal). Burlington Northern's Seattle International Gateway is an off-dock facility. The Port of San Francisco's Intermodal Container Transfer Facility is an on-dock operation, and the Port of Los Angeles/Long Beach Intermodal Container Transfer Facility (ICTF), an off-dock facility, is the largest of all by far.
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